In the margin Adriaan van Oss had written: "faire de l'histoire". In this conception historical writing is considered as the creation of a dream-world, in which ultimately the author pictures himself. Let me hasten to explain that van Oss did not adhere to this pessimistic view of the work of the historian. However, we may well ask, to what extent did the historical writings of Adriaan van Oss reflect his own personality?
There were two sides to his nature: on the one hand the adventurous young boy, who liked to roam about in the Spanish-speaking world, and on the other hand the patient, hard working student in the quiet corner of a record-office or a library. His special liking for adventures came from his seafaring family; his grandfather, his uncle and, in his youth, his father too were naval officers on the Dutch steamship line to Latin America. In a way there existed traditional connections with that part of the world. After long periods of hard work Adriaan had to break out of the uneventful reading-room to discover and to see new things, especially to get new visual impressions.
His health was precarious: he suffered from asthma, and this probably explains the other side of his personality. Already in his youth he had read lots of books. Like many other historians, he belonged to the group of children who devoured books at an early age. All his work was well-organized, systematic and efficient.
Perhaps this was due to his American upbringing. From his mother he had received the gift of good teaching. He knew perfectly how to stimulate his students.
Of course, his personality expressed itself most clearly in the choice of the subjects of his historical research, but beforehand we have to pay attention to the course of his life and his career.
He was born in Troy, N.Y., on 23rd November 1947. His father still had Dutch nationality at that time. His mother was American, but descended from a very old Dutch family, who had emigrated to the New Netherlands in the colonial period. He spent his youth in Royal Oak near Detroit and also in up-state New York with his grandparents on his mother's side. He was awarded his bachelor's degree at the famous Amherst College in 1969. His parents wanted him to study law, but he decided to follow a different course. During the early seventies young people wandered all over the world, and so did he too. Like many other young people, he made the trip through Mexico, Guatemala, Honduras, all the way to Bogotá. There he stayed for nearly one year, meanwhile visiting Ecuador and Peru. His job was an administrative one, but with his inborn intelligence he soon changed it into a position with a more scientific character. He was greatly interested not only in Spanish and Latin American literature, but also in the history of art, especially the architecture of churches and monasteries, and the history of religion and popular belief. Little by little he became an historian, and started to publish articles and reviews of books in the Boletín. It was interesting to observe his gradual development from an adventurous young man to a very intelligent scholar, who brought many new ideas and methods to his chosen field of study. His love for travelling and wandering remained, but his trips were limited to the holidays.
Since that time his travels served scientific purposes, forming part of special projects. In this way he travelled in Mexico, collecting data for his Inventory of 861 monuments of Mexican colonial architecture. He took pictures of the churches, monasteries, etc. and he made notes of every characteristic detail. On the roof of the convent in Ixmiquilpan he met Inés Maldonado, an archaeologist and art-historian from Rosario, Argentina; she later became his wife. Together they visited all the colonial churches in Guatemala.
In the Netherlands his American bachelor's degree was an impediment to promotion to a higher scientific position. The board of the CEDLA Institute made it possible for him to study during eighteen months at the Graduate School of the Department of History of the University of Texas at Austin. He attended there the workshops of famous scholars as Stanley Ross, Richard Graham and Thomas Reese. In 1980 he became a candidate for the Ph. D. Hardly had he returned to the Netherlands, when he learned that he had been granted two fellowships to work on his doctoral dissertation: the Fulbright-Hays doctoral dissertation research fellowship and a fellowship from the Social Science Research Council and the American Council of Learned Societies. At the same time he was appointed lecturer (Wetenschappelijk medewerker I) in the Department of History of the University of Leiden, with a special assignment for Latin American history. Despite some difficulties, the taking up of the Leiden appointment could be postponed for one or two years.
As the subject for his dissertation he had chosen the history of the Church in the rural parishes of Guatemala during the colonial period. He collected the data in the archives in Guatemala-City and he visited most of the parishes in the country. After a year of intensive work he returned to Austin for the completion of the dissertation, entitled Catholic Colonialism: a Parish History of Guatemala, 1524^-1821. In May 1983 he was granted the Outstanding Dissertation Award of the University of Texas. It was the first time that this honour was given to a historial dissertation. -In 1981 he was elected a corresponding member of the Academia de Geografía e Historia de Guatemala.
In September 1982 he had taken up his post at the University of Leiden. His courses in Latin American history were a great success and were attended by many students. Leiden is the only university in the Netherlands with facilities for the study of Latin American history. Within the framework of the university reforms the Dutch government decided that the Spanish Department of Leiden University should be transformed into a new Latin American Department. It was clear that Adriaan van Oss would have become one of the leading figures in this study.
In May he was the organizer of the first conference of Spanish and Dutch historians at Leiden. In the middle of this conference (May 2nd) came his sudden death, caused by a heart-attack or by his asthma. The distress was great and general. A multitude of family, friends and students attended his funeral at Oegstgeest, a village near Leiden. A good man, a bright young scholar, who was irreplaceable, had gone. It was a great loss for his wife, his parents, his friends, his students, but also for the historical sciences, especially of Latin America.
He was carried off in the prime of his scientific life. Much was left in press or in manuscript. He had just finished a manuscript of a shortened version of his dissertation for publication in book-form. He had planned the edition of a register with data relating to the Guatemalan parishes during the colonial period. A committee of historians of Leiden University has decided to edit in his memory a collection of his essays, some already published, some still in manuscript.
When we sum up his works (see the annex list), we find that his principal subjects were the Church, the ecclesiastical institutions, the clergy, religious life, architecture and architectural activity, the printed books and pamphlets, the cities, demography and economic activities. The scene of his work is mostly Latin or Spanish America in general, Central America, Mexico and Guatemala; the other states like Venezuela, Peru, Brazil, Argentina and Texas are only represented with one article each. His preference was for the colonial period. Shortly before his death he wrote a long survey of the history of Latin America during the nineteenth century. Other articles on the "modern" period after Independence concerned Eastern Texas in the 1830s, Minas Gérais (1889-1937), the Church in Hidalgo in the 1920s and modern Argentine streetnames.
Adriaan van Oss had many new bright ideas and he applied new methods to the research of Latin American history. In his first article, The Mendicant Expansion in New Spain and the Extent of the Colony, he related the conversion activity of the friars to the density of the population. The monks went first to the regions with the greatest concentrations of population. Van Oss distinguished between a first period of extension to the limits of the population concentrations, followed by a second period of intensification. The then existing network of roads was an important factor in the process of conversion.
In his study of the architectural monuments in Peru he made graphs of building activity during three centuries (1534-1834). These graphs are very important, as they reflect not only the demographic changes, but also the ups and downs of the business cycle. This idea was elaborated in his work on Mexico. He made an inventory of 861 colonial monuments and he then related the building activity to demography and economic activities (see the article in JBLA 16).
The rise and decline in the cycles of building activity give an impression of the conjuncture in general. In colonial Latin America the prices of food were only of local or limited regional significance, often with a great divergence even over short distances, as the costs of transport were high. The prices of plantation products were based on the European markets. For these reasons prices can be used only in a limited sense to determine the conjuncture. Van Oss discovered that building activity can be used for this purpose too. I think this is very important, but there is more. The three factors: population concentration, economic activities and building activity can also be used in researches on centres and peripheries. High activity in either field goes together with population concentration. Later research showed that this rule does not hold good universally. It is only in force when there is a market-economy.
On a smaller scale he used building activity in his studies on Acámbaro, Hidalgo and in an article on Venezuela.
In his study of the South American bishoprics he related the careers of the bishops to the episcopal revenues. On this base he could reconstruct the promotion routes of the colonial bishops. The economic situation of the bishoprics was also reflected in the construction of the episcopal cathedrals.
There are some overlapping articles on the colonial cities. He was interested in the origin and spread of the chess-board city plans. He found that in these grid-iron plans others patterns of rhomboid or diamond-like form are hidden. In the city plans centres, middle zones and peripheries can be distinguished. In Tunja (Columbia) in 1623 there were three zones: the residential quarters of the encomenderos, the vecinos and the Indians. In Sucre the pattern shows the distribution of neo-classical façades, buildings with more than one storey and land-values. Within Argentine cities the various groups of streetnames and hotels indicate three distinct zones.
The Central American colonies were autarkic. Export of products was of little importance. The colonies were not typically colonial in the sense that they were exploited for the profit of the motherland. There were no large military occupying forces either. How was it possible that Spain could govern these large and distant regions for such a long period? Van Oss attributed this to the role of the clergy. In his dissertation he explains the great significance of the clergy, especially the friars, in the rural districts. They not only met their religious obligations, but they also performed many cultural, social and administrative tasks, and had great influence in the sphere of the rural economy. In his view the Spanish domination in America was more the result of a spiritual crusade than of a military conquest.
In his work he emphasized the importance of continuity in the historical process. Each generation stood on the shoulders of its predecessors. According to this view, historical development is slow and gradual, leaving little room for revolution. Perhaps this strong feeling for continuity can be explained by the interest of van Oss in the history of architecture. In this field "revolutions" are rare and gradual development is regular.
Most notable is the diversity of subjects in his work. In a holistic view he tried to combine the cultural, social and economic aspects of life in Latin America. It was the long cherished ideal of Adriaan van Oss to write with me a handbook of Latin American history in which he would take the fields of religion, culture and the arts for his account and I would do the economic and social side. The title of the first volume was to be Culture and Society in Colonial Latin America. In our view it was to be a holistic history of Latin America. Much of his work can be considered as spade-work and an anticipation of this book -a dream that did not come true. The loss is irrevocable, but to many of us it still remains incomprehensible.
